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Figure 1 St. Augustineôs African Orthodox Church. CHC photo. 

Summary 

St. Augustineôs African Orthodox Church at 137 Allston Street was constructed in 1886 as St. 

Philipôs, a mission of St. Peterôs Episcopal Church in Central Square. It was the first church to open 

in the Pine Grove neighborhood of Cambridgeport and was so popular that it had to be enlarged two 

years later. The building was sold in 1928 to the trustees of a new denomination, the African Ortho-

dox Church; one of the trustees was its founder, Bishop George A. McGuire. By 1934, the African 

Orthodox Church had 30,000 members in approximately thirty congregations in Africa, the United 

States, West Indies, and South America. 

St. Augustineôs African Orthodox Church meets criterion (1) of Article III of the city code for its im-

portant associations with the broad architectural, cultural, and social history of the city, and criterion 

(2) for its historical and architectural significance in terms of its period and style. On February 4, 

2021 the Cambridge Historical Commission voted unanimously to recommend that the City Council 

designate the property as a Cambridge Landmark. 
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I. Location and Economic Status 

A. Address, Parcel Number, Zoning 

St Augustineôs African Orthodox Church is located at 137 Allston Street in Cambridgeport near the 

corner of Brookline Street. The parcel is identified as 129 Allston Street, Map 9, Parcel 59, measur-

ing 4,645 square feet. The property is in a Residence C zoning district which allows single- and two-

family detached, townhouse, and multifamily dwellings with a 0.6 FAR and a 35-foot height limit. It 

also requires 1,800 square feet per dwelling unit, meaning that two residential units could be con-

structed on the parcel as-of-right per zoning. The total assessed value is $865,900. 

 

 

Figure 2 Cambridge Zoning Map showing 137 Allston Street parcel in the Residence C district. City of Cambridge. 

B. Ownership and Occupancy 

St. Augustineôs African Orthodox Church is owned by the Trustees of The St. Augustineôs Mission. 

The church is also the home of Black History in Action for Cambridgeport (BHAC), a non-profit 

organization dedicated to promoting programs focused on sharing Black culture, arts, history, and 

education with  the general public. BHACôs mission is to sustain and revitalize St. Augustineôs as a 

neighborhood center for assembly, empowerment, and outreach.  
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C. Area Description 

The church is in a neighborhood of single- and multi-family dwellings. David Nunes (Old Morse) 

Park is directly across the street and provides open space and play activities for people of all ages. 

The neighborhood is traversed by four parallel streets ï Pleasant, Magazine, Pearl, and Brookline ï 

that run in a north-south direction from Massachusetts Avenue to the Charles River. Cross streets are 

narrower than the dominant thoroughfares and are staggered slightly so that most are not more than 

one or two blocks long. Allston Street is one of four streets that extend across the entire area in an 

east-west direction.  

 

 

Figure 3 Aerial view of St. Augustine's African Orthodox Church and surrounding neighborhood. City of Cambridge. 

D. Planning Issues 

The immediate issue confronting the property is the condition of the building itself. Through various 

fund-raising efforts and grants, the Church is moving forward with efforts to restore and update the 

building. These efforts have been spearheaded by the Cambridgeport Neighborhood Association 

(CNA) and Black History in Action for Cambridgeport (BHAC). The CNA worked with the churchôs 

trustees to publicize the buildingôs deteriorating condition and raise funds for the restoration project. 

The BHAC has taken up stewardship of the building with the goal of preserving the community ser-

vice legacy of St. Augustineôs with programs focused on Black culture, arts, history, and education 

for all. 

 

The roof was insulated and replaced in 2020 using a $100,000 Institutional Preservation Grant from 

the Cambridge Historical Commission that was matched with funds raised by the CNA and donated 

to the church. In addition to being in disrepair, there was no insulation between the subsurface and 

the asphalt. The entire roof was replaced with a new insulated roof with 30-year shingles, and struc-

tural steel bracing and tension tie-rods supporting the existing rafter trusses were installed.  
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A second Institutional Preservation Grant of $50,000 and additional matching funds will be used to 

restore the shingled exterior, close the present entrance and restore the original side entrance, and in-

stall an access ramp. The current wood sash windows were most likely installed in the early 1970s 

and are in varying states of deterioration. The double window below the bellcote appears to contain 

the only original window sash. The building is clad in asphalt shingles applied over the original ce-

dar shingles. The exterior walls are not insulated. The original entrance was through a side vestibule 

that is now used for storage. Restoration of the original entrance would provide an opportunity to 

create an accessible entrance and eliminate the current non-historic front entrance. 

The Cambridge Historical Commission initiated a landmark designation study of St. Augustineôs 

Church on February 6, 2020. On February 4, 2021 the Commission held a public hearing and voted 

unanimously to recommend that the City Council designate the property as a Cambridge Landmark. 

E. Location Map 

 

 

Figure 4 St. Augustine's African Orthodox (Map 97/Parcel 59) in yellow. Cambridge Assessors. 
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II. Description  

A. Type and Use 

The wood-frame building at 137 Allston Street was constructed as a house of worship in 1886 and 

enlarged in 1888. It continues in that use today.  

B. Physical Condition 

St. Augustineôs African Orthodox Church is a one-story, wood-frame structure with rubble stone 

foundation, front gable, and central pedimented entrance. Above the entrance is a bellcote topped 

with an Orthodox cross. The building measures 90 feet by 24 feet, with 2,412 square feet on the main 

level and 1,748 square feet in the basement.  The central front entrance was constructed in 1949, re-

placing the original entrance located on the east side with a porch vestibule. The vestibule is cur-

rently used for storage and retains the original painted wood interior. Two additional doors are lo-

cated on the side. One leads down to the basement level, and another door further to the rear leads to 

the chancel. The exterior was clad in asphalt shingles in 1949, covering the original wood shingles. 

The original 16+16 pattern double hung sash with central colored glass panels in the sanctuary were 

replaced with 6+6 true divided light sash sometime after 1969 (see Figure 15). In all, most of the 24 

double-hung windows and five decorative chancel windows over the altar are replacements. The in-

terior, which can accommodate 400 people, features a sanctuary with open timber roof beams. The 

roof was replaced and insulated in 2020.  

 

 

Figure 5 View of St. Augustine's African Orthodox Church front façade with entrance. CHC. 
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Figure 6 View of St. Augustine's African Orthodox Church front and east façades with new roof. CHC. 

 
Figure 7 View of west façade of St. Augustine's. CHC. 


